Scrub typhus (Orientia tsutsugamushi), spotted fever (Rickettsia australis) and dengue fever as possible causes of mysterious deaths in the Strickland Gorge area of Southern Highlands and West Sepik Provinces of Papua New Guinea.
A medical investigation was carried out in April 2001 into an outbreak of a mysterious haemorrhagic disease and deaths in the remote picturesque Strickland River area of Papua New Guinea (PNG). The area is in part of the Southern Highlands and West Sepik Provinces and situated downstream from the Porgera Joint Venture gold mine. 9 villages were visited and 140 persons, consisting of immediate blood relatives of the deceased (cases) and others in the village picked at random (controls), were physically examined. Specimens of blood, urine and faeces were collected from each person for laboratory tests in PNG and Australia. Positive sera for dengue (15%) and Japanese encephalitis (JE) (6%) were identified. Surprisingly, a number of the sera were positive for scrub typhus (Orientia tsutsugamushi) (28%) and spotted fever (Rickettsia australis) (11%). The last reported cases of scrub typhus in PNG were during World War Two among the allied troops. This is the first time spotted fever (R. australis) has been reported in PNG. These conditions may have been the cause of the deaths described by the villagers. However, there were significantly more dengue-positive results among relatives of the deceased than non-relatives though no such difference was found with rickettsial infections: haemorrhagic dengue fever is thus the most likely cause of this recurring outbreak. Mining did not appear to be a direct causal factor for the deaths in the area.